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In March, the Guatemalan Episcopal Conference issued a pastoral letter titled "The Clamor
for Land." In the letter, the bishops denounce inequality of land ownership, noting that 90% of
Guatemalan farms occupy only 17% of agricultural land, while 2% control 64% of the land. Next,
the bishops also refer to exploitation of farm workers by landowners who fail to pay the 4.5 quintal
minimum daily wage. The bishops' proposals for change include equitable land distribution,
beginning with land controlled by the government and next, underutilized land; granting titles to
campesinos who have worked the land for years; creating the means for campesinos to participate
directly in marketing their products; taxing large farms (latifundia) directly and proportionally; and,
protecting and supporting campesino organizations. The National Farmowners Union (UNAGRO)
said the Church should not get involved in such matters and the Free Enterprise Chamber said
agrarian reform would bring hunger and misery, while admonishing the bishops to respect private
property. The Labor and Popular Action Union (UASP) supported the bishops' statement. In
declarations to the press, the bishops emphasized that they were calling for "better distribution
of land," but not necessarily for "agrarian reform," a taboo term in Guatemala. From the bishops'
statement: "The clamor for land is without a doubt the most dramatic, desperate outcry heard
in Guatemala. It wells in the chests of millions of Guatemalans..., who on one hand profoundly
identify with the soil, the crops and the harvest, and on the other see themselves expelled from the
land...[They] are kept by a sinful and unjust situation from sinking into its fertile soils. They are
like strangers on the land that belonged to them for millenia, and they are considered second-class
citizens in a nation forged by their ancestors." (Basic data from Central America Report, 03/25/88,
summarized by Central America Resource Center, Minneapolis, Minn.)
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